SHAKESPEARE

happy ending? How will they understand it? I have been
told that Sarah Bernhardt once declared that, when she
felt her powers failing, she would commit real suicide on the
stage. Is Shakespeare committing dramatic suicide? Had he
no more loyalty to the fortunes of his company than he is
supposed to have had to the Tudor succession, the heirs of
'Richmond and Elizabeth'? Or is he sending his audience
away satisfied, and believing that they really have seen a
happy ending, just as the divine Sarah hoped that her dying
spasms would be mistaken for a piece of consummate acting?
Again, we are told that in Measure for Measure

the lowest depths of Jacobean negation are touched. Cynicism
has taken on a kind of diabolic vigilance; with the exception
of the kindly, timid Provost, there is no character who is not
suspect, and those whose claims to goodness or decency seem
most vigorous are precisely those in whom meanness, self-
regard, and hypocrisy root deepest.1

Yet Shakespeare's fellows, Heminge and Condell, who talked,
acted, and rehearsed with him, and then, at the end of the
reign of James, looked back upon their friendship, seem to
know nothing about this cynical Jacobean negation. To them,
Shakespeare is a 'worthy friend and fellow' 'who, as he was a
happy imitator of nature, was a most gentle expresser of it'.

Let us, then, look a little closely at Measure for Measure.

1 U. M. ELLIS-FERMOR, The Jacobean Drama, p. 260.
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